










[Item 25.   Five page essay, typed, no page numbers.] 
 

BLACKFISH ! 
 

  On a certain quiet afternoon in mid-October a visitor to the beach at 
Denboro would have thought that the occupation of fishing had been 
abandoned by the men of the village.   High up near the sea wall of white 
sand could be seen the dories and skiffs of the fisthers well out of the way of 
the high tides.  On the crest of the wall were the lobster pots, piled in tiers 
crate upon crate, while beyond, stretched over the beachgrass were the nets, 
their meshes clogged with the grasses of the sea. 
  For more than a month few men had visited the shore, and then it was 
only to be assured that the tools for their work were safe.   Everyone had 
been busy harvesting the cranberry crop, with was unusually plentiful this 
season.   Now the berries had been gathered, and by the side of nearly every 
cottage could be seen piles of white barrels, and within the open barn doors 
were the members of the family, all busily engaged in screening the crop in 
preparation for shipping the berries to the distant markets inland.   It was 
an annual task looked forward to with pleasure by all classes in the village.   
Every family took part in it.   The poorer ones earned enough during some 
seasons to carry them through the winter, when the only occupation was 
the gathering of firewood from the hills to the south, and the discussion of 
national affairs abou the large gasburner in the village grocery stores.   The 
richer people too, were glad to take part in the harvest.   Some offered the 
lame excuse that they did it for their health, it being thought healthful to be 
out in the sunshine, and down on their knees close to nature.   More did it, 
however, just for the pleasure of mingling with the people of their own 
village, and those who [next page] came from adjacent towns.   Gossip, too, 
was plentiful among the pickers on the bogs, and especially so when they 
gathered about the screens at the close of the day to help clear out the 
berries which had been winnowed.  It was a big social event then, when all 
of the picking was done by hand, and blue baggage wagons carried groups 
fo ten or fifteen down to the bogs, near the village, or to some far away bog 
up beyond Weir Village. 
  Suddenly the screeners were aroused by the cries of a man driving at a 
gallop down the road parallel to the beach.   Rushing to the doors they 
heard him yell, “BLACKFISH!   THE BAY IS FULL OF THEM!” and disappear 
down the land in a whirl of dust. 
  The cry worked magic on the peaceful screeners.   Men left their work 
immediately, some to hunt for their fishing boots, others to ransack the lofts 
for some sort of harpoon, long laid aside from whaling trips.   Soon the road 
to the beach was full of blue wagons loaded with men, and such of the boys 
who were fortunate enough to catch a ride to the shore.   Arriving at the 
shore, dories were hastily hauled down to the water, and amid shouts and 
confusion the hunt was on. 



  Out just beyond the bar could be seen the black bodies of the big fish, 
swimming lazily up the Bay, or milling about in circles.   The watchers along 
the beach could hear the yells of the excited harpooners as they directed the 
rowers to lay them within striking distance of some particular fish.   And a 
good deal of the language that drifted to the shore was biblical in that the 
name of Deity seemed to be the most frequently used. 
  The slaughter was soon over.   The blackfish frightened by [next page] the 
boats coming among them, the shouts of the men, and the blood that soon 
colored the waters of the Bay, started seaward, and soon the fishermen were 
alone with the bodies of the fish that they [were] fortunate enough to kill.  
These were slowly towed to land, and surrounded by the village people who 
had come to the beach to witness the capture.   Talk ran high as the 
boatmen excitedly told of their prowess, and great need was there of calmer 
minds of the older men to prevent serious fights from taking place while the 
men were so aroused, and disputes arose about the possession of certain 
fish. 
  While these matters were taking their attention, some one shouted that a 
two-masted schooner was coming to just beyond the bar.   Immediately 
attention was diverted to her.   Some of the older men were apprehensive 
that there was trouble coming. 
  A boat full of sailors soon left the schooner and made its way to the 
shore.   The older men of the village, foreseeing what might take place, urged 
the women and children back to the bank, while the members of the various 
boat crews aligned themselves alongside their fish, and with bloody 
harpoons in their hands awaited the arrival of the strange boat. 
  As the boat reached the sand the steersman, who was evidently the 
captain of the schooner, leaped ashore, and approached the larger of the 
groups of fishermen.   He told them that his schooner had chased the 
blackfish into the Bay from out back of the Cape, hoping to drive them 
ashore on the flats.   All whalers knew that fish chased in this way belonged 
to the boat that had driven them in, and he proposed to take the captured 
fish as his right by the rules of fishing.  [next page] 
  An ominous murmur ran among the men standing about their catches.   
It subsided, however, when Captain Tom, a leader among them, a tall burly, 
bearded man, standing over six feet tall, strode up to the spokesman from 
the schooner, and shaking his bloody lance in his face, asked him with a 
roar how he proposed to do it, and did he think that the men of Dennis were 
such old women that they would stand quietly by and see a gang of 
“Portagees” carry off their fish.   “Just hu stick your gaff into one of those 
fish”, he roared, indicating the group that his boat had taken, “and I’ll heave 
this lance clear through your measly carcass.”   He was quickly backed up 
by his mates, everyone armed with some sort of weapon, some with 
harpoons, some with boathooks, and one leathery looking individual, with a 
wicked grin, calmly pushed forward the brown barrels of an old double-



barreled, muzzle loading shot gun, its nipples gleaming with two copper 
percussion caps as if ready for business. 
  The men from the schooner held their ground for a minute, jabbering 
something in their language, while the calmer minds of the other side kept 
back their men from committing some act of violence which would inevitably 
lead to a general fight.   For a while it looked as though better judgments 
would not prevail.   The men from the schooner insisted upon their rights, 
while the village, inwardly feeling that though possession was nine points in 
the law, the others were justified in their demands.   Finally, however, when 
matters had almost reached a crisis, the captain succeeded in embarking 
his men, and with black looks, blacker language, probably, though uttered 
in a foreign tongue, they rowed sullenly back to their vessel, and sailed 
away.  [next page] 
  Groups of resolute men guarded the fish through the night and until 
they were sold to oil manufacturers from outside the village.   Peace again 
returned to the quiet village, and the housewives of many homes, after 
hearing their men tell for an innumerable number of times what they would 
have done in the event that the “Portchagees” had tried to carry of the 
blackfish, prayed fervently that the time would be far distant when another 
blackfish should poke his nose into Cape Cod Bay. 
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